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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRUSSIAN LANGUAGE  
IN THE 16TH CENTURY  
FREDERIK KORTLANDT 
Eduard Hermann writes (1916: 147): “Darüber, daß Wills Übersetzung des Enchiri-
dions ein ganz schauderhaftes Preußisch ist, herrscht eine Stimme. Nur darüber 
sind die Meinungen geteilt, ob Will ein Stümper war und nichts vom Preußischen 
verstand oder ob das Preußische seiner Zeit dermaßen entartet war, daß Kasus und 
Formen fast beliebig miteinander wechseln konnten.” This is a splendid formula-
tion of the problem. Hermann’s article should be compulsory reading for students 
of historical syntax.  
In search of a solution to this problem, I have applied the following procedure. 
First I have put together the minor catechisms with those parts of the Enchiridion 
which translate the same German text. Words which are missing in any of the 














Thou ny tur schan 



















Tou ni tur sten 
emnen twayse dey- 


















Tou turri stan 
Emnan twaisei Dei- 
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Thou tur twaian 









































Tou tur twayien 









































Tou turri twaian 
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rian. Stenuns po 
Pontio Pylato, 
scrisits, aulawns 




























gon bhe semmien. 

































ka tennêison ast. 
 
Stas Swints Cri- 
stiâniskas Druwis. 
As druwê en Deiwan, 
Tâwan Wisse- 
musîngin kas ast 
teikûuns, Dangon 
bhe semmien. 
Bhe en Jesûm 
Christum, 
swaian ai- 





















isquen dau tâns 


















Sta Thawe nuson. 
 
THawe nuson kas 
thu asse an- 
dangon. Swintints 







mey key audangon. 
Nusan deini- 




























Stan Thawe nouson. 
 
THawe nouson kas 
thou æsse æn- 
dengon, Swyntits 
wirse tways emmens, 
Pareysey noumans 
















Bhæ ni wedeys mans 
enperbandasnan. 
prei lîgint stans 
gijwans bhe 
aulausins. 












skan gijwan, AMEN. 
 
Stas Tâwa Noûson. 
 
Tâwa Noûson kas 
tu essei Endangon. 
Swintints 






gon tijt dêigi 
nosemien. 
Nouson deinennin 
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emperbandâsnan. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRUSSIAN LANGUAGE  5 
dan. Sclait is 
rankeis mans assa 








bela prey swaians 
maldaisins, 
Jeithy 











Kas drowe bha 
crixtits wirst,  
stas wirst 














bha limatz bha 
Slait is 









byla prey swayiens 
maldaysins, 
Jeiti 





diens en emnen 
Thawas, 
bhæ sou- 
nons, bhæ swyntas 
naseylis,  
 

















bhe lymuczt, bhe 
Schlâit isrankeis 







Kâigi Noûson Rikijs 
Jesus Christs 








tennans, en Emnen 
steise Tâwas, 
bhe steise Saûnas 
bhe steise Swintan 
Noseilîs. 
 
Kas stwi druwê bhe 
Crixtits wijrst, 
stas wijrst 
Deiwuts, kas adder 









tien, kaden tans 
prawilts postâi, 
imma tans stan- 
geitin dînkauts 















stan kelkan pho 
stan betten eden, 
dinkowatz bha daitz 
swaimans 
maldaisemans 
bha belats, jm- 
maitty stwen, bha 
pugeitty wissay 
is stasma, schis 















stwen, bhe ydieyti, 











postan bitans ydi, 
dinkauczt bhe daits 
swaymans 
maldaysimans 
bhæ bilats, ymmay 
ti stwen bhe 
puieyti wyssay 
istesmu, Sis 
kelkis æst stæ 
neuwenen Testa- 
menten en mayiey 
kræuwiey, ka 
per wans praliten 























Dinkauts, bhe dai 
stan steimans 
 
















The next step is the elimination of orthographical differences between the three 
versions. It is essential that no linguistic information must be lost at this stage. 
Thus, I take the first word I, II Staey, E Stai to represent the same form, which I 
shall write “Stai”. However, I keep I, II Pallapsaey distinct from E Pallaipsai and 
write I, II “Pallapsai”, especially because we find I pallapsittwey (2x), II pallapsit-
wey (2x) beside E pallaips- (25x). The two instances of E pallaps- THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRUSSIAN LANGUAGE  7 
may have been taken from an earlier version. I shall underline the relevant part of a 
variant which is not found in the parallel texts: “Pallaipsai”. In a similar way, I have 
eliminated the epenthetic -p- in I dessempts, II dessimpts because it is clearly 
automatic, but maintained the vocalism of I “dessemts” and the ending of E “Des-
simton”. The result is shown below. 
I (1545) 
 












Tou ni tur šan 












Tou tur twajan 






















Tou ni tur stan 












Tou tur twajan 






















Tou turri stan 
Emnan twaisei 











Tou turri twajan 





Tou ni turri 
gallintwei. 
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Wušts. 
 

























Tou ni tur 
pallapsitwei 
twaisei tawišis  
gennan, waikan, 
mergwan, pecku, 






As drowe en Deiwan, 
Tawan wismosing_, 
kas ast taikowuns 
dangon ba semin,  
Usts. 
 











Tou ni tur 
reddi weidikausnan  
waitiaton preiken 




Tou ni tur 
pallapsitwei 





Tou ni tur 
pallapsitwei 
twaisis tauwišias  
gennan, waikan, 
mergwan, pecku, 
ader ka tanasen 
ast. 
 
Stan Druwin.  
 
 
As drowi en Deiwan, 
Tawan wissemokin, 
kas ast tikinnons 
dangon be semien. 
Stas Ušts 
Pallaips. 











Tou ni turri  
reddewijdikausnan 

















adder ka tennêison  
ast. 
 
Stas Swints Cri- 
stiâniskas Druwis. 
 
As druwê en Deiwan, 
Tâwan Wissemusîngin 
kas ast teikûuns, 
Dangon be semmien. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRUSSIAN LANGUAGE  9 
Ba en Jesum 
Christum swajan 
ainan Sunun nusun  
rekian, Kas 
patikots ast  




Stenuns po  
Pontio Pilato, 
skrisits, aulawns 
ba enkops.  
Semmai lesuns  
prei pekollin, 
Tirtin deinan  
etskiwuns ase 
gallans. Unsei 








stans geiwans ba 
aulauwusens.  
As drowe en 












Sta_ Tawe nuson.  
Ba en Jesum 
Christum swajan 







Stienuns po  
Pontio Pilato, 
skresits, aulauns 
be enquopts.  
Semmai lisons 
prei pikullien, 
An tirtien deinan 
etskiuns ase 
gallans. Unsei 








stans geiwans be 
aulauusins. 













Stan Tawe nouson.  
Be en Jesûm 
Christum, swajan 
ainan Soûnon noûson 
Rikîan, kas  











En tîrtan deinan 
etskîuns esse 
gallan_, Unsai 








stans gîwans be 
aulausins.  
As Druwê ên stan 









be ainan prâbutskan 
gîwan, Amen. 
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Tawe nuson kas tu 




twais laims.  
Twais quaits 
audasei sin 
na semei kai  
en dangon. 
Nusån deininan 
geitin dais  




aušautins, kai mes 
etwerpimai nuson 
auschautnikamans.  
Ba ni wedeis mans 
en perbandan.  
Sklait isrankeis 
mans ase 








bela prei swajans 
maldaisins, 
Ieiti 








Tawe nouson kas tou 




twaja rieki,  
Twais quaits 
audasei sin  
na semiei kai 







aušautins, kai mes 
etwerpimai nouson 
auschautenikamans. 










Nouson rikies  
Jesus Christus 
bila prei swajans 
maldaisins, 
Ieiti 








Tâwa Noûson kas tu 






Audâsin, kâigi En 








âušautins, kai mes 
etwêrpimai noûsons 
auschautenîkamans. 
Be ni weddeis mans 
em perbandâsnan. 
Šlâit isrankeis 







Kâigi Noûson Rikîs 
Jesus Christus 
bille, prei Markon 
en pansadaumannien, 
Ieiti stwen, 





en Emnen steise 





Kas drowe ba 
krikstits wirst,  
stas wirst 
deiwuts, Kas aber 






Nusen rikis  
Jesus Christus, 
anstan naktin 
kaden prowela din, 
immits 
stan geitin, 
dinkowats ba  
limats ba daits 
swaimans 
maldaisemans ba 
belats, imaiti  
stwen, edeite,  








immits deig_  
stan kelkan 
po stan beten  
eden, dinkowats ba 
daits swaimans 
maldaisemans 
ba belats, immaiti 















Nouson reikeis  
Jesus Christus 
anstan naktin 








stwen, be idieiti, 








immeits deigi  
stan kelkan, 
po stan bitans  
idi_, dinkauts be 
daits swaimans 
maldaisimans 
ba bilats, immaiti 
stwen be puieiti 
be steise Saûnas  
be steise Swintan 
Noseilîs.  
 
Kas stwi druwê be 
Krikstits wîrst, 
stas wîrst 
Deiwuts, kas adder 
ni Druwe, stas 
wîrst perklantîts.  
 






kaden tans prawilts 
postâi, imma_ tans 
stan geitin 
dînkauts be 













immats dîgi  
stan Kelkin  
po bîtas  
îdin, Dinkauts, be 
dai_ stan steimans  
 
be billâts, Imaiti 
stwen, be poieiti FREDERIK KORTLANDT  12 
wissai is stesma, 
šis kelks ast 
sta nawans 
testamentan, en 
majan kraujen, ka 






pogeiti prei majan 
menisnan. 
wissai is stesmu, 
Sis kelkis ast  
sta nauwanen 
Testamentan en 
majan krauwien, ka 






puietti prei majan 
minisnan. 
wissai is stesmu, 
Šis kelks ast 
stas nauns 
Testaments en  
majan krawian, kas 








The final step of the procedure should yield separate phonemic interpretations of 
the three versions. For the historical background underlying my analysis I refer to 






















Tou tur šan 
lankinan deinan 
swintintwei. 













Tou ni tur stan 
emnen twaisei 






Tou tur stan 
lankinan deinan 
swintintwei. 







Tou ni turi kitans 





Tou turi stan 
emnan twaisei 






Tou turi stan 
lânkinan deinan 




Tou tur twajan 









































Tou tur twajan 









































Tou turi twajan 



































Tou ni turi 
palaipsîtwei 
twaisei tawišas FREDERIK KORTLANDT  14 
genan, waikan, 
mergwan, peku, ader 




As druwê en Deiwan, 
Tâwan wismusingin, 
kas ast teikuowuns 
dangon ba zemien. 
Ba en Jesum 
Christum swajan 
ainan Sûnon nûson 
rikîan, kas 
pateikuots ast 





















stans geiwans ba 
aulauwusins. 





mergwan, peku, ader 




As druwê en Deiwan, 
Tâwan wisemûkin, 
kas ast tikinons 
dangon be zemien. 
Ba en Jesum 
Christum swajan 














An tirtien deinan 
etskîuns ase 
galans. Unsei 







stans geiwans ba 
aulauusins. 





mêrgan, pekan, ader 
ka tenêison ast.  
 
Stas Swints Krik- 
stiâniskas Druwis. 
As druwê en Deiwan, 
Tâwan wisemusîngin, 
kas ast teikûuns 
dangon be zemien. 
Be en Jesum 
Christum swajan 














En tîrtan deinan 
etskîuns ese 
galans. Unsai 






wîrst prei lîgint 
stans gîwans be 
aulaûusins. 
As druwê ênstan 
swintan noseilien, 
ainan swintan 










Sta Tâwe nûson. 
 
Tâwe nûson kas tu 







































Stan Tâwe nouson. 
 
Tâwe nouson kas tu 






audâsei sien  





























be ainan prâbutskan 
gîwan, Amen.  
 
Stas Tâwa noûson. 
 
Tâwa noûson kas tu 






audâst sien, kâigi 











Be ni wedeis mans 
en perbandâsnan. 
Šlâit isrankeis 
mans ese wisan 






Kâigi Noûson Rikîs 















Kas druwê ba 
krikstits wirst,  
stas wirst 
deiwuots, kas aber 


















sta ast mais 
kermens, kas 







































stwen, ba iedeiti, 
sta ast mais 
kermens, kas 




prei Markon en 
pansdaumanien, 








be steise Soûnas, 
be steise swintan 
Noseilis. 
 
Kas stwi druwê be 
krikstits wîrst, 
stas wîrst 
Deiwûts, kas ader 
ni Druwê, stas 








kaden tans prawilts 
postâi, ima tans 
stan geitien, 
dînkauts be 





sta ast mais 
kêrmens, kas 
pêrwans dâts wîrst, 
stawîdan segîtei 
prei majan 





po stan bêtin 
êdin, dinkawuts ba 
dâits swaimans 
maldaisimans 
ba bilâts, imaiti 
stwen, ba puojeiti 
wisai is stesmu, 
šis kelks ast 
sta nawans 
Testamentan en 
majan kraujan, ka 












po stan bietas 
iedin, dinkauts ba 
dâits swaimans 
maldaisimans 
ba bilâts, imaiti 
stwen, ba pûjeiti 
wisai is stesmu, 
šis kelkis ast 
sta nawanan 
Testamentan en 
majan krawian, ka 













îdin, dînkauts be 
dâi stan steimans 
 
be bilâts, imaiti 
stwen, be poujeiti 
wisai is stesmu, 
šis kelks ast 
stas nauns 
Testaments en 
majan krawian, kas 








We may now try to formulate some conclusions. It appears that there is a clear 
continuity in the language of the three catechisms. I shall briefly discuss the lin-
guistic differences between the Enchiridion and the earlier texts. 
The word Dessimton already suffices to show that the language of the Enchiridion 
reflects an actual linguistic system because it shows the regular ending of unin-
flected numerals (cf. Kortlandt 1978: 289) and cannot have been taken from the 
earlier catechisms. The regular indicative form E turri replaces I, II tur, which may 
be an imperative. The forms I turretwey, II turryetwey, E turrîtwei suggest a pho-
netic development of /ê/ > /ie/ > /î/ in the 16th century. The replacement of I, II 
emnen by E Emnan is in progress in the Enchiridion, where we find 9x -en beside 
4x -an. The infinitive in /-twei/ was being replaced by /-t/ in the Enchiridion (cf. 
Kortlandt 1990). The expression E reddewijdikausnan dâtwei prijki shows mo-
nophthongization and lexical simplification in comparison with II reddi weydi-
kausnan waytiaton preyken. The genitive I tawischis, II tauwischi(e)s is replaced by 
E tawischas /-as/. The accusatives I, II mergwan /-wan/, pecku /-u/ are replaced by 
E Mêrgan, Peckan /-an/. FREDERIK KORTLANDT  18 
E teikûuns and Soûnon noûson are apparently further developments of I taykowuns 
/teikuowuns/ and Sunun nusun /sûnon nûson/. The prefix /no-/ of E Noseilien is 
an innovation of the Enchiridion, where it replaced I, II /na-/ under the influence 
of /po-/ (cf. Van Wijk 1918: 51). This again demonstrates that the language of the 
Enchiridion reflects an actual linguistic system. The forms I Stenuns, II Styienuns, E 
Stînons show once more the development of /ê/ > /ie/ > /î/. We find the new end-
ing /-an/ in E tîrtan for I Tirtin, II tirtien, and the loss of /w/ in E etskîuns, II et-
skyuns, cf. I att skiwuns. The ending of I Vnsey, II Vnsei was replaced by /-ai/ in E 
Vnsai, “offenbar nach” Semmai (Van Wijk 1918: 59). The preposition E no for ear-
lier na is again typical of the Enchiridion. The nasal infix of I Sindats, II Syndens 
was eliminated in E Sîdons. The nominalized adjective in the dative of I, II /prei 
tikrai/ was replaced by a derived noun in the accusative, which is the regular case 
after prepositions in the Enchiridion (cf. Benveniste 1935), in E /prei tikrômien/. 
The genitive I wismosingis, II wyssen mukis was replaced by E steise wissemusîngin. 
The demonstrative I, II Stwendau was replaced by the relative adverb E isquen dau, 
after which tâns was inserted. The diphthong of I leiginwey, II leygenton and I gei-
wans, II geywans is monophthongized in E lîgint,  gijwans, and /w/ is lost in 
/aulaûusins/, I aulauwussens. In the next few lines of the E version we find inser-
tion of stan (2x), steise, ainan. The accusative ending /-wan/ is replaced by /-an/ in 
E Cristiâniskan, perôniskan, prâbutskan, and the gen.pl. ending /-on/ by /-an/ in E 
grijkan. We find both monophthongization and replacement of the ending in E 
gijwan, cf. I geiwin, II geywien.  
The Lord’s Prayer again shows diphthongization in E Noûson (2x), Nouson, 
noûsons, nousons, noûmans, noûmas, II nouson (5x), noumans (3x), cf. I nuson (4x), 
Nusan, numons, 1x noumans. The optative of I Pergeis, audasseisin and II Pareysey, 
audaseysin is replaced by the indicative in E Perêit, Audâsin, and the feminine II 
ryeky by the masculine E Rijks. The preposition I, II na is again replaced by E no. 
The pronominal accusative I, II /šien/ appears to have been replaced by E /šan/ (cf. 
Kortlandt 1983: 314). The gen.pl. ending /-on/ received an analogical /-s/ in E nou-
sons âuschautins and noûsons auschautenîkamans. The final words of the prayer E 
esse wissan wargan cannot have been taken either from the earlier versions or from 
the German text and clearly presuppose a knowledge of the Prussian language. 
The next section shows a replacement of the preterit I bela, II byla ‘sprach’ by the 
present E bille ‘spricht’, which is in accordance with the German text. The archaic 
pronoun I dins, II diens is replaced by the regular form E tennans. The replacement 
of I, II /en emnen Tâwas, ba S(o)ûnos, ba swintas Naseilis/ by E /en emnen steise 
Tâwas, be steise Soûnas, be steise swintan Noseilis/ shows all the familiar character-
istics: insertion of steise, diphthongization, new gen.sg. ending /-as/, loss of inflec-
tion in the adjective, and prefix /no-/ for /na-/. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRUSSIAN LANGUAGE  19 
The final part of the text shows a replacement of the active preterit with object clitic 
I, II proweladin by the passive construction E tans prawilts postâi, and of the pret-
erit with subject clitic I ymmits, II ymmeits by the present with full subject pronoun 
E imma tans. The diphthongs of I staweidan segeitty, II Steweyden segeyti and fur-
ther I steweydan segeitty, II Stewidan segeyti are monophthongized in E Stawîdan 
seggîtei (2x), with replacement of the common ending /-ti/ by the imperative end-
ing /-tei/ (cf. Stang 1966: 418). We find the same monophthongization and re-
placement of the preterit by the present in I, II /Stesmu poleigu imêts deigi/, E 
/Stesmu empolîgu imats dîgi/. There is evidence for raising and subsequent diph-
thongization in I pugeitty, pogeitty, II puieyti, puietti, E poieiti (2x), cf. /uo/ in I 
muttin, pergubuns, deiwuts beside somonentwey, taykowuns, patickots, gobuns, cor-
responding to II -u- (5x), E -û- (5x), -u- (1x), and cf. E poût, poutwei, poûton (3x) 
beside pûton (1x). The neuter phrase I, II /sta nawan(-) Testamentan/ is replaced by 
the masculine in E /stas nauns Testaments/, and the neuter relative pronoun I, II 
/ka/ by the common form E /kas/. 
It seems to me that the answer to Hermann’s question is clear. There can be no 
doubt that the language of the Enchiridion is a further development of the lan-
guage which is attested in the earlier catechisms. The strong influence of German 
syntax is precisely what can be expected in a situation of imminent language death. 
The consistent idiosyncrasies of Will’s text unambiguously demonstrate his com-
mand of the Prussian language. 
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